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ICM Reflections — Leaving the Light On 


It appears that I’m now past the half-way point of my interim 
work among you. Since | first left Montana on July 21 to 
begin my time with you, | have driven many miles and visited 
30 of our SEC congregations plus 3 possible new settings. | 
most likely won’t make it to all of our congregations, but by 
now I’ve experienced enough to have a basis for some 
general observations. | want to share some of these with 
you, but first | want to put them in context with this season of 
Advent and this special time in world history when we honor 
the legacy of Nelson Mandela. 


| have always enjoyed one of the key rituals of Advent: the 
lighting of candles and the naming of the hopes these 
symbolize for us: The lighting of the first candle symbolizes 
expectation, the second symbolizes hope, the third joy and 
the fourth purity. The Christ candle is lit on Christmas Eve or 
Christmas Day reminding Christians that Jesus is the light of 
the world. And when | think about that white candle I’m 
always reminded of the words from John 1: 4-5: ... in him was life, and the life was the light of all 
people. The light shines in the darkness, and the darkness did not overcome it. (NRSV) 
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From time to time in human history special people emerge who more than most embody the attributes 
which our Advent candles symbolize. The latest such person was Nelson Mandela, and you have no 
need |’m sure for me to describe the light that shined in his life — the news has been full of abundant 
deserved praise and comments. But the one thing | do want to share are some points that have been 
made by Andrew Young as he has reflected upon his personal friendship with Mandela in more than one 
response to media: 


... I'S a mistake to look at former South African President Nelson Mandela as a political figure and forget 
how his strong religious beliefs sustained him...He was extremely well-educated. He was born and 
raised in the Methodist Church, by Methodist school, by Methodist missionaries. And he was a devout 
Christian who took his imprisonment very much like the Apostle Paul took his, as part of the trials and 
tribulations of leadership... (it is what led Mandela to believe) that you could only defeat apartheid 
through love and understanding. 


What Andrew Young has observed and what Nelson Mandela lived out is the essence of our hope each 
Advent...that the hope of the world is embodied in the gift we receive as the light of the world. As we 
live out that gift we do for others what President George H. Bush intended with his 1989 vision of a 
“thousand points of light” that invited the nation to take action through service to their fellow citizens. It is 
through such action that we accomplish what Tom Bodett ad-libbed for all of us in his famous line: “We'll 
leave the light on for you.” 


Click here to read more 
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ICM Reflections — Leaving the Light On 


Since my last ICM reflections I’ve visited eleven of the churches in our Conference, and as | look back on 
this past month one particular attribute stands out that is common to all of them — the light that shines 
out if you will. Our churches are notably diverse in size, make up, and worship style but all of them share 
the reality that they are gatherings of open minded people who are hospitable and who live out a growing 
theme in the United Church of Christ: Whoever you are, wherever you are on life’s journey, you are 
welcome here! 

Many religious writers have been commenting about the decline of the mainline church and the nature of 
the emerging church, and while | don’t claim to know where all of this change will lead us | feel certain 
that the church of the future will include elements of what | have recently experienced here in the 
SECUCC: 
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Rev. Rodney & Angela Franklin 


e First Congregational UCC, Birmingham, AL: “First” churches in the South tend to share the history of 

having been founded by the American Missionary Association (AMA) after the Civil War, and that history 
remains the glue that gives life to the congregation ... along with the history of strong leadership in the 

battle for Civil Rights in the 1960’s and ever since. 


Beloved Community UCC 


e¢ Beloved Community UCC, Birmingham: a new church start with initial ties to First Congregational 
Church. A new church that has evolved into a multi-racial congregation with a strong sense of mission 
and a unique music ministry — four musicians who appeared more than a few times on MoTown. 
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TOUGALOo 
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Pastor Johnson and Randy at Tougaloo College 


e Union UCC, Tougaloo, MS: The historic chapel on a college campus founded by the AMA. The pulpit in 
this sanctuary has hosted many notable preachers, including Martin Luther King, Jr. 


Amber and Pam at Safe Harbor Family Church 


e Safe Harbor Family Church, Flowood, MS: A strong, independent, inclusive congregation that began 
with a group of twelve people in 1995 that has since grown to nearly 300 who in 2010 joined SECUCC. 
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The Sr. Minister who has shepherded them throughout this journey has been Pam Walsh. Pam will be 
retiring at the end of this year, and Amber Kirkendoll, a newly licensed pastor working toward ordination 
through PATHWAYS, will succeed Pam. Future plans include building their first worship center large 
enough to hold their regular services, and their community events. 


Four Members at First Congregational in Marion 


e First Congregational UCC, Marion, AL: Another church with an AMA history (and direct ties to Andrew 
Young and his family). There are four remaining active members, and all four of them were present when | 
visited to talk with them about their future. They still want “to keep the light on!” 


¢ Community Congregational, Montgomery, AL: A church with ties to First Congregational UCC of 
Montgomery and thus with AMA history. Community is currently searching for a new pastor and has 
hopes for new growth in the days to come. 


e Pilgrim Congregational UCC, Chattanooga, TN: A few years back Pilgrim called David Brown to serve 
as their pastor. David indicated that his would be his last parish, with retirement ahead ... but Pilgrim has 
been growing in numbers, including young families, as it stands out in Chattanooga as an open and 
affirming community. David is having such a good time serving Pilgrim that I’m guessing he will wait a bit 
longer for that retirement! 
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Worship at the Holy Trinity dedication 


e Holy Trinity Community Church, Nashville, TN: I’ve mentioned Holy Trinity before and on this occasion | 
enjoyed the dedication of their new sanctuary. There were 580+ people present for a spirited worship 
service and dedication of this 1.9 million dollar addition to their property — a remarkable story of growth 
to about GOO members that began with Pastor Cindy meeting with 12 “disciples” just 17 years ago! 


e Church of the Savior, Roswell, GA: A former Baptist church that has joined SECUCC and is about to 
embark on several new steps. After selling their former church building they have been meeting ina 
motel while searching for new property to build a new building ... and while searching for a new pastor. 
When these searches have been completed new growth is expected — they will move from leaving the 
light on in a motel to shining it brightly in a new home! 


e Pleasant Hill Community Church, Pleasant Hill, TN: | met with the search committee to begin the 
process of a search for a new called pastor. Final steps on their massive renovation have just been 
completed and numerous updates have been underway both in the church and in the Uplands 
Retirement Community. So this historic, mission-minded community is now ready for a new day. 
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Participants at the ordination, including preacher Rev. Jeremiah A. Wright, Jr. 


e Rush Memorial Congregational UCC, Atlanta, GA: Last month featured a full story on Rush Memorial. 
The thing to add at this time is that it was the site for the ordination of Dr. Stephanie Crumpton — an 
ordination that featured stirring musical numbers and a special address by the Rev. Jeremiah Wright. 


e Victory Church, Stone Mountain, GA: And last but not least a visit to our largest congregation which 
began in 1987 in another motel with a small band of followers together with founding (and current) 
Pastor Kenneth Samuels. From that beginning just 26 years ago the church has grown to a large 
congregation seated on 25 acres in Stone Mountain. As their website proclaims: Victory Church has 
developed a broad range of ministries that serve and empower the congregation and community. Those 
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ministries include comprehensive Counseling Services, After School Tutoring, GED Classes, Athletic 
Leagues, Youth Mentoring Programs, a Food & Clothing Bank, a Business Connection & Finance 
Ministry, Victory Summer Camp, free HIV-AIDS Testing and Care, and a host of other services. Victory 
Church retains its original Baptist ties along with now being affiliated with SECUCC as well. 


e Plus an independent Baptist Church in Southern Georgia that is considering affiliating with the 
Southeast Conference. This group is multi-racial and welcoming - attributes that fit well with SECUCC! 


So a total of 13 visits with a fascinating variety of religious experiences. May it be enough to inspire you 
to keep your light shining, have a Merry Christmas and a Happy New Year! — Randy Hyvonen 
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For this season, a poem by civil rights leader and theologian Dr. Howard Thurman 
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| will light Candles this Christmas, 


Candles of joy despite all the sadness, 


Candles of hope where despair keeps watch, 


Candles of courage for fears ever present, 


Candles of peace for tempest-tossed days, 


Candles of grace to ease heavy burdens, 


Candles of love to inspire all my living, 


Candles that will burn all year long. 


Have a merry Christmas and a blessed Advent Season! 


- The SECUCC staff 
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Disaster Ministries in Action — Spotlight on Uplands Village 


Rich and Rev. Dr. Holly Nelson, residents of 
Uplands Village since 2012,both volunteer 
their time in response to disaster through the 
United Church of Christ’s National Disaster 
Ministries. Rich serves as Disaster 
Coordinator for the UCC’s Southeast 
Conference, while Holly is a Board Certified 
Chaplain who serves as a Disaster Chaplain 
for the national church. 


When a disaster strikes in the southeastern 
U.S., such as the destructive tornadoes that 
ripped through Alabama in 2011, Rich may 
begin to work with the local Voluntary 
Organizations Active in Disaster (VOAD), 


which includes representatives from the Red Cross, FEMA, state and local authorities, Church World 
Service and a host of other groups involved in providing disaster relief. Together they determine what 
organizations are already providing relief, what resources they bring, what is still needed to help those 
who have been affected, and how best to coordinate all of these resources. Rich will help identify UCC 
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resources which can be directed to support those falling through the cracks. Because most disasters of 
magnitude have long-ranging effects, Rich might continue to be involved in coordination and planning 
long after the disaster has occurred. 


Holly’s work generally begins later in the recovery process. At the request of the UCC National Disaster 
Ministries, and UCC Conference Minister or ministers in the disaster area, she may find herself deployed 
anywhere in the country to counsel and provide emotional and spiritual support to weary ministers on the 
front lines whose congregations or communities have been impacted. This may be achieved through 
retreats for an affected group of clergy, by providing one-on-one time, or in any other way in which 
support can be offered to provide clergy involved in disaster recovery the strength they need to continue 
in their own ministries of healing. 


Both Rich and Holly bring extensive experience to this work. Holly served for twenty years as chaplain for 
Children’s Hospital at Vanderbilt University Medical Center in Nashville, and as chaplain and director of 
Pastoral Care Services of a number of hospitals of the Methodist Hospital System in San Antonio for five 
years. She also served as Dean of Students at Eden Theological Seminary for six years. 


With an MBA in finance and accounting, Rich honed his strong organizational skills while working as a 
financial consultant for Robert Half Management Resources. But it was through his volunteer work with 
Habitat for Humanity and the UCC, especially on builds in New Orleans following Hurricane Katrina, that 
he learned firsthand about the many agencies, resources and people it takes to help bring a devastated 
area back to life. 


Contributed by Mary Schantz 
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Tax Exempt Status for Ministers Deemed Unconstitutional 


Last week a federal court in Wisconsin issued a 
ruling that declared the law that allows ministers to 
receive a tax-exempt housing allowance to be 
unconstitutional. It is important to note that this 
ruling will not go into effect unless the decision is 
upheld during the appeals process, which could 
take several months. The Office of General Counsel 
prepared a press release with more information 
about the ruling, which is available by clicking here. 
We encourage you to read it. The Office of General 
Counsel will continue to monitor the case and advise 
as appropriate. Please feel free to contact us with any questions. 
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United Church Fund Investor Conference 


Attention All Church Treasurers, Endowment 
Chairs, Church Finance Committees and 
interested SEC persons... 


The annual United Church Fund Investor Conference is 
coming to Charleston, South Carolina January 17 and 
18, 2014. ICM Randy Hyvonen attended the event last 
January and found it to be very informative and well 
planned. This conference will include a panel 
discussion on United Church Funds’ response to the 
UCC’s fossil fuels resolution, along with workshops on 
impact investing, endowment policy essentials, endowment fundraising, and dynamic keynote speakers. 


The event will be hosted in the South East Conference, so it would be great to see a number of our 
churches attend. Please join us there! 


Click here for more information. 
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